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My hand was shaking so much it was hard 
to read, but it was unmistakably positive. My 
skin felt hot and flushed. Maybe it was a faulty 
test or maybe I didn’t use it right. I spent my last 
seven dollars on the damn thing.
My breath caught in my throat as I sank to 
the dirty bathroom floor. Emma’s clothes sat in a 
pile by the grimy tub, and her bath toys sat at the 
edge, still dripping from this morning. Thinking 
back to this morning, my brother Alden had 
wrestled her into the water and wrapped her 
up in a ratty green towel. It had been a battle 
since the water heater broke months ago back 
in October, and keeping the place tidy was not 
our highest priority.
I held her as he left to get her clothes, and 
she snuggled closer to me. Taking care of her 
had at least gotten easier since she’d been in 
school. Alden became our legal guardian when 
Mom died, and Emma was two then. He worked 
so often I had to skip school to watch her.
“I hate baths,” Emma said, frowning.
“I’m not used to this either,” I said.
Alden returned with a small sweater and 
jeans and tugged them on her. He tousled her 
hair a bit and picked her up. “Taylor, you have 
15 minutes before school,” he told me over his 
shoulder as he left.
“I know the drill, Alden,” I said. I closed 
the door and used the toilet. It had been awhile 
since I had my period.
After school, I went to the drugstore near 
our house, and thirty minutes later I was on the 
bathroom floor, staring at a pink stick with a 
plus sign in the middle of it. I picked through 
the pile of towels to see if there was one that was 
clean enough to wipe my face. 
I tried to regain my composure in the 
mirror. My eyes were bloodshot, and my red 
hair dangled in my eyes. I wished I could take a 
hot shower. Wiping the smeared mascara from 
my cheeks, I picked up the test again, shoving it 
in my back pocket.
“Tay, are you done in there?” Alden said 
through the door. 
I leaned against the counter. “Uh, yeah. 
One sec,” I said. I blotted my eyes with toilet 
paper and opened the door.
“You okay?” he asked. His thick eyebrows 
furrowed between his blue eyes.
“I’m fine,” I said, pushing past him toward 
my room.
Emma and I shared a bedroom; it was just 
big enough for the two of us. Her side held a 
small bed sheltering a few ratty stuffed animals. 
Crayon drawings of stick figures and flowers 
dotted the wall above her bed. My side was 
littered with Phil’s Burgers uniform polos, the 
occasional burger wrapper, and a few old CDs. 
A small nightstand sat by my bed. I pulled open 
the drawer and dug for my cigarette stash, where 
I hid a few in an old sock at the back. Old butts 
crusted the bottom and the gray dust drifted 
toward my nose. I shook the sock upside down, 
but it was empty. I looked at the test again as if to 
see if it had changed its answer. Disappointed, I 
threw it in the back of the drawer.
“Taylor?” Alden said behind me.
I spun around, throwing the sock in the 
drawer. “Yeah?”
“The bathroom faucet is acting up again. 
Can you fix it?”
“Why can’t you?”
“I’m helping Emma with her homework,” 
he said, studying me. “What’s up with you?”
“Nothing. I’ll fix it.” I rubbed the bridge of 
my freckled nose. Damn sink is always leaking.
“Are you okay?” he asked, hesitating in the 
doorway. He cocked an eyebrow unconvincingly 
as I nodded and smiled weakly.
“Okay, then. Tools are in the closet.”
I studied the rusty pipe underneath the 
counter. A steady stream of rusty water trickled 
to the ground, ending in a bloody looking 
puddle. I wrapped a washcloth taut around the 
leak, grabbed a wrench from the hallway closet 
and tightened the bolts around the pipe. My 
hands were shaking too much to get a hold on 
it. I slammed the wrench on the ground and 
cursed under my breath, combing my fingers 
through my hair. I managed to slow the stream. 
That would have to do.
The dining table sat just to the right of the 
staircase, where I would always bash my knee 
when I would fly down the stairs when going to 
school. The kitchen was a mix of mustard yellow 
cabinets and cheap laminate countertops. Our 
washer wobbled and shook as it ran a load of 
laundry. Alden sat at the table, helping Emma 
with her spelling homework. I texted Greg to 
meet me and tugged on my blue puffy jacket. A 
large rip exposed the fluff by my right elbow.
“Where you going?” Alden asked.
“I’m gonna go see Greg.”
He sighed. “Well take your phone and be 
back by eight. Last time you were with him, you 
were late. Oh, and pick up some milk, would 
ya?”
I pulled out my flip phone and checked the 
battery. Then, I checked my wallet, hoping the 
seven dollars I spent earlier would magically 
reappear. “I’m broke,” I said. “I don’t get paid 
until next week.”
“I thought you had some money?” he said. 
“Whatever. Here.” He handed me four dollars. 
“You’ll buy it next time.”
I walked to the park by our house, towards 
the rusty swing set and decaying basketball 
court. One net missing since I could remember, 
the other still hanging on by a thread. I sat down 
on a swing, its icy chains sticking to my palms. 
The wind flowed through my body through the 
rip in my sleeve, chilling me to the core. I looked 
toward the end of the neighborhood where the 
drugstore stood, the money from Alden heavy 
in my pocket. One more test couldn’t hurt.
Last time Greg and I had sex was about a 
month ago. He told me the condom broke and I 
got scared. I almost made him stop. He held me 
for a long time, telling me that it was normal to 
feel afraid, and that the odds were low. I didn’t 
want him to stop, his warm skin was nice, and 
he smelled like my favorite cheap body spray. 
He told me it was probably fine, and that he 
would buy me Plan B. We relaxed after that. Or, 
he did.
When we first met in math class our 
junior year of high school, Greg struggled with 
calculus. After class one day, I overheard our 
teacher tell him he might fail. I thought maybe 
I could earn some extra cash if I helped him; he 
was cute anyway.
“I’m looking for someone to tutor, if you’re 
interested,” I said. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. I 
just thought you’d like to know.”
Our teacher smiled, and Greg looked 
embarrassed. He came up to me the next day, 
agreeing to meet weekly. I got twenty dollars a 
study session from his parents.
“I’m so glad you’re helping him out,” 
his mom always said. They would let me 
stay for dinner most nights, and she always 
made a variety of dishes. Barbecue ribs, gooey 
enchiladas, Cornish game hens. They had 
potato salad, French onion soup, and warm 
rolls. She’d put leftovers for me in fancy glass 
Tupperware, insisting I could bring it back 
whenever. Something in the way she tilted her 
head had me returning it promptly, clean, the 
next day.
Once Greg and I started dating, they didn’t 
pay me anymore. That was alright though, 
because at that point I’d fallen behind myself, 
and his parents weren’t getting all that much 
bang for their buck. He would pick me up from 
school and drive me to work. He’d wait for me to 
get off at Phil’s Burgers most nights, shining his 
headlights through the fingerprinted windows 
and honking. He got an A in the class.
The cold air stung in my lungs. My fingers 
burned as I peeled them from the frozen chain 
and flipped open my phone to check how many 
minutes I had left. Ten minutes was all I had left 
for another week. I decided to dial him anyway 
instead of walking the short block to his front 
porch.
“Greg, I’ve been waiting a while. I need you 
to meet me at the park, like right now,” I asserted.
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test or maybe I didn’t use it right. I spent my last 
seven dollars on the damn thing.
My breath caught in my throat as I sank to 
the dirty bathroom floor. Emma’s clothes sat in a 
pile by the grimy tub, and her bath toys sat at the 
edge, still dripping from this morning. Thinking 
back to this morning, my brother Alden had 
wrestled her into the water and wrapped her 
up in a ratty green towel. It had been a battle 
since the water heater broke months ago back 
in October, and keeping the place tidy was not 
our highest priority.
I held her as he left to get her clothes, and 
she snuggled closer to me. Taking care of her 
had at least gotten easier since she’d been in 
school. Alden became our legal guardian when 
Mom died, and Emma was two then. He worked 
so often I had to skip school to watch her.
“I hate baths,” Emma said, frowning.
“I’m not used to this either,” I said.
Alden returned with a small sweater and 
jeans and tugged them on her. He tousled her 
hair a bit and picked her up. “Taylor, you have 
15 minutes before school,” he told me over his 
shoulder as he left.
“I know the drill, Alden,” I said. I closed 
the door and used the toilet. It had been awhile 
since I had my period.
After school, I went to the drugstore near 
our house, and thirty minutes later I was on the 
bathroom floor, staring at a pink stick with a 
plus sign in the middle of it. I picked through 
the pile of towels to see if there was one that was 
clean enough to wipe my face. 
I tried to regain my composure in the 
mirror. My eyes were bloodshot, and my red 
hair dangled in my eyes. I wished I could take a 
hot shower. Wiping the smeared mascara from 
my cheeks, I picked up the test again, shoving it 
in my back pocket.
“Tay, are you done in there?” Alden said 
through the door. 
I leaned against the counter. “Uh, yeah. 
One sec,” I said. I blotted my eyes with toilet 
paper and opened the door.
“You okay?” he asked. His thick eyebrows 
furrowed between his blue eyes.
“I’m fine,” I said, pushing past him toward 
my room.
Emma and I shared a bedroom; it was just 
big enough for the two of us. Her side held a 
small bed sheltering a few ratty stuffed animals. 
Crayon drawings of stick figures and flowers 
dotted the wall above her bed. My side was 
littered with Phil’s Burgers uniform polos, the 
occasional burger wrapper, and a few old CDs. 
A small nightstand sat by my bed. I pulled open 
the drawer and dug for my cigarette stash, where 
I hid a few in an old sock at the back. Old butts 
crusted the bottom and the gray dust drifted 
toward my nose. I shook the sock upside down, 
but it was empty. I looked at the test again as if to 
see if it had changed its answer. Disappointed, I 
threw it in the back of the drawer.
“Taylor?” Alden said behind me.
I spun around, throwing the sock in the 
drawer. “Yeah?”
“The bathroom faucet is acting up again. 
Can you fix it?”
“Why can’t you?”
“I’m helping Emma with her homework,” 
he said, studying me. “What’s up with you?”
“Nothing. I’ll fix it.” I rubbed the bridge of 
my freckled nose. Damn sink is always leaking.
“Are you okay?” he asked, hesitating in the 
doorway. He cocked an eyebrow unconvincingly 
as I nodded and smiled weakly.
“Okay, then. Tools are in the closet.”
I studied the rusty pipe underneath the 
counter. A steady stream of rusty water trickled 
to the ground, ending in a bloody looking 
puddle. I wrapped a washcloth taut around the 
leak, grabbed a wrench from the hallway closet 
and tightened the bolts around the pipe. My 
hands were shaking too much to get a hold on 
it. I slammed the wrench on the ground and 
cursed under my breath, combing my fingers 
through my hair. I managed to slow the stream. 
That would have to do.
The dining table sat just to the right of the 
staircase, where I would always bash my knee 
when I would fly down the stairs when going to 
school. The kitchen was a mix of mustard yellow 
cabinets and cheap laminate countertops. Our 
washer wobbled and shook as it ran a load of 
laundry. Alden sat at the table, helping Emma 
with her spelling homework. I texted Greg to 
meet me and tugged on my blue puffy jacket. A 
large rip exposed the fluff by my right elbow.
“Where you going?” Alden asked.
“I’m gonna go see Greg.”
He sighed. “Well take your phone and be 
back by eight. Last time you were with him, you 
were late. Oh, and pick up some milk, would 
ya?”
I pulled out my flip phone and checked the 
battery. Then, I checked my wallet, hoping the 
seven dollars I spent earlier would magically 
reappear. “I’m broke,” I said. “I don’t get paid 
until next week.”
“I thought you had some money?” he said. 
“Whatever. Here.” He handed me four dollars. 
“You’ll buy it next time.”
I walked to the park by our house, towards 
the rusty swing set and decaying basketball 
court. One net missing since I could remember, 
the other still hanging on by a thread. I sat down 
on a swing, its icy chains sticking to my palms. 
The wind flowed through my body through the 
rip in my sleeve, chilling me to the core. I looked 
toward the end of the neighborhood where the 
drugstore stood, the money from Alden heavy 
in my pocket. One more test couldn’t hurt.
Last time Greg and I had sex was about a 
month ago. He told me the condom broke and I 
got scared. I almost made him stop. He held me 
for a long time, telling me that it was normal to 
feel afraid, and that the odds were low. I didn’t 
want him to stop, his warm skin was nice, and 
he smelled like my favorite cheap body spray. 
He told me it was probably fine, and that he 
would buy me Plan B. We relaxed after that. Or, 
he did.
When we first met in math class our 
junior year of high school, Greg struggled with 
calculus. After class one day, I overheard our 
teacher tell him he might fail. I thought maybe 
I could earn some extra cash if I helped him; he 
was cute anyway.
“I’m looking for someone to tutor, if you’re 
interested,” I said. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. I 
just thought you’d like to know.”
Our teacher smiled, and Greg looked 
embarrassed. He came up to me the next day, 
agreeing to meet weekly. I got twenty dollars a 
study session from his parents.
“I’m so glad you’re helping him out,” 
his mom always said. They would let me 
stay for dinner most nights, and she always 
made a variety of dishes. Barbecue ribs, gooey 
enchiladas, Cornish game hens. They had 
potato salad, French onion soup, and warm 
rolls. She’d put leftovers for me in fancy glass 
Tupperware, insisting I could bring it back 
whenever. Something in the way she tilted her 
head had me returning it promptly, clean, the 
next day.
Once Greg and I started dating, they didn’t 
pay me anymore. That was alright though, 
because at that point I’d fallen behind myself, 
and his parents weren’t getting all that much 
bang for their buck. He would pick me up from 
school and drive me to work. He’d wait for me to 
get off at Phil’s Burgers most nights, shining his 
headlights through the fingerprinted windows 
and honking. He got an A in the class.
The cold air stung in my lungs. My fingers 
burned as I peeled them from the frozen chain 
and flipped open my phone to check how many 
minutes I had left. Ten minutes was all I had left 
for another week. I decided to dial him anyway 
instead of walking the short block to his front 
porch.
“Greg, I’ve been waiting a while. I need you 
to meet me at the park, like right now,” I asserted.
“I’m eating dinner with my family, Taylor,” 
he said.
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“No, I need you here now. I have to talk to 
you.” There was shuffling on the other line.
“Okay, let me finish up here and I’ll head 
over,” he said and hung up.
I lost my pair of gloves at school, with seven 
dollars I could’ve bought another. I pulled a 
bill Alden gave me from my wallet. It was crisp 
and green. Shitty, that a piece of paper with the 
wrong president on it would decide my fate. 
Smug George Washington with his wooden 
teeth. I shoved it back in my pocket and swayed 
slowly on the swing. 
The sunset seemed so much brighter during 
the winter. My mom loved looking at sunsets, 
her favorites haloed the stony snowbanks 
and towering mountains. We still had some 
paintings she did of them, one hanging in the 
kitchen and living room. I think it helped her 
cope. Perhaps, one of them was painted on a day 
like the one I was having, waiting for help that 
would never show up.
I looked up and saw Greg walk from the 
newly paved sidewalks that led from the cul-de-
sac he lived in. His dark hair furled up around 
his beanie and his leather jacket was fading. He 
always made a cute, quirky smile when he saw 
me, like he was embarrassed to be in front of me.
“Hey,” he said, sitting on the swing next to 
me. “So, what’s up?”
“Aren’t you gonna ask me how my day 
was?” I asked.
“Well, didn’t I just see you at school?”
“Yeah, I guess.” I looked down where the 
fake shearling was peeping out of my boots.
“Are you okay? You seemed urgent on the 
phone.” The hinges of Greg’s swing squeaked 
as he shifted uncomfortably in the silence.
I avoided eye contact. “Yeah, I uh… do you 
remember the… accident from last month?” He 
frowned, then nodded. “Yeah.”
“And you remember telling me that uh… 
you’d buy me that Plan B stuff?”
His eyes widened, and he shifted again. 
“Oh, uh, yeah. I thought I gave you the money 
for that.”
I shook my head. “I thought you were 
getting around to it. Then, by the time I got paid 
it was too late. I had to help Alden with rent, 
too.”
He scratched under his beanie nervously. 
“Well, is everything okay? I mean, are you like 
late, or whatever?”
“Greg,” I said, hesitating before I let my 
words tumble out. “I spent the last of my money 
on a pregnancy test today and it was positive.”
He was quiet and jammed the toe of his 
shoe in the gravel and his hands into his coat 
pockets. I waited a minute for a response, but 
he said nothing.
“Greg, I’m pregnant.”
He shot up from the swing. “Are you sure? 
Because those can be very inaccurate,” he said.
“Well I could buy another one, but I really 
don’t have the money. I’m pretty sure I didn’t 
mess it up.” 
He started pacing and kicked some gravel 
toward the basketball court. I steadied myself 
on the frosty frame of the swing set.
“No, Taylor you can’t be. We used a 
condom.”
“It broke, Greg. You told me it did.”
“No, no, no, no. I can’t, I just…”
“I don’t know what to do. I had to tell you.”
He leaned on the swing, holding onto the 
chain. “I should have never done anything with 
you.” He crouched on the ground and threw a 
handful of gravel, facing away from me. “What 
was I doing with a Section 8 chick?”
I backed away from him. “I should have 
never messed around with you,” I yelled. “You 
promised you’d get me that Plan B.”
“I’m not your mom,” he said, standing up. 
“It’s not my fault you don’t have one.”
I turned my back to him and walked toward 
the drugstore at my end of the neighborhood. 
The sidewalks began to crack and rise unevenly. 
I flicked my Bic lighter as I went.
*   *   *
I slammed the front door shut and ran up 
the stairs without saying anything to Alden. 
The TV wobbled on its stand where he and 
Emma were watching a fuzzy news anchor’s 
face. I flopped on my bed, crying. A light knock 
came from the door and I shifted my face away, 
trying to wipe the tears from my eyes.
“Thanks for being early. Did you go to the 
store?” Alden asked.
“Wha? Uh… no I forgot,” I sniffled. Shit. 
“I’ll go right now and get it.” I quickly went for 
the hallway, but he stopped me. He grabbed my 
shoulders and squared up to me, tilting my chin 
up to his eyes. His features were soft but stern. 
Stubble peppered his jaws and cheeks.
“What happened?”
I shook my head. What had happened?
“Taylor, stop. Did Greg, like, break up with 
you or something?”
“Yeah, he did. He didn’t want to be with 
some poor broad. Can you believe it?” I laughed 
and pushed passed him, stomping down the 
stairs.
“Tay, just wait for a sec. Don’t worry about 
the milk. Talk to me.”
I was already out the door, ignoring his 
calls. The sidewalk was wet and the street lights 
turned the white snow yellow. Everything 
blurred beyond the film of tears in my eyes and 
my foot hit a crack in the sidewalk. I tripped 
past the curb and onto the empty street. I laid 
there wondering how long it’d be before a car 
passed by my head. None did. I stood, my breath 
puffed from my lips, and my shoulders shivered. 
I found the white lights of the drugstore, and as I 
brushed slush off my jeans, I spotted a ten dollar 
bill on the doormat. I picked it up and shoved it 
in my pocket, looking behind me.
The bell dinged as I entered. The clerk 
behind the counter stood up and smiled at me. I 
opened the cooler, grabbed a gallon of milk, and 
walked to the register.
“Oh, and some menthols,” I said, pulling 
out my ID.
The clerk took a pack from the shelves 
behind her, then paused a moment before she 
scanned the milk.
“You sure you want these?” she said with 
her hand on the pack. “I remember your momma 
around your age. She never could quit ‘em.” 
How long had this lady been working here? I 
nodded and handed her my ID. “That’s a pretty 
stupid thing to remember about a person,” I 
said.
“Well, I also remember you buying that test 
earlier.”
I felt my cheeks getting hot. “So what?”
She raised an eyebrow. I threw the ten 
dollar bill on the counter. She sighed as she 
shuffled through the register for my change. I 
smiled politely and walked out with my milk 
and cigarettes.
I sat on the curb outside, breaking the 
seal and taking a drink before setting the jug 
beside me. I pulled a cigarette out and studied 
it. I turned it in my fingers and put it to my 
lips, taking my lighter out. The flame felt nice 
as I cupped it to the end of the cigarette. The 
smoke stung my throat and filled my cheeks. 
Alden would have my ass if he knew I was 
buying these. I held it in between my pointer 
and middle finger. The orange embers glowed 
in the dark, falling to the cement below. I read 
the surgeon general’s warning on the side and 
stopped before inhaling the gray smoke into my 
lungs.
Alden told me he remembers Mom smoking 
while being pregnant with me. He would get off 
the bus and wait at home for an hour by himself 
until she left work. She would sit outside in her 
orange and red waitress uniform, her apron 
bulging in the midriff catching the ashes. Alden 
told me he was glad that I turned out okay. I 
always hated that.
I blew the first puff through my lips and 
smashed the cigarette under my boot. Seven 
dollars, gone. I shoved the pack in my coat 
pocket and walked home, milk in hand.
*   *   *
I shoved the jug in the fridge. Emma peered 
at me from through the doorway of the living 
room.
“What’s up, Em?” I asked.
“Nothing. Thanks for the milk,” she said.
“Have you eaten?” I asked.
She shook her head, looking like a little 
puppy standing there. I scooped her up, hearing 
something hit the linoleum. Emma peered 
down.
“What’s that?” she asked.
I grabbed the pack and jammed it in my 
pocket. “Oh, nothing. Don’t worry about it, 
Em,” I said quickly. “Want some cereal?”
Her curiousness turned into joyous 
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The sunset seemed so much brighter during 
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cope. Perhaps, one of them was painted on a day 
like the one I was having, waiting for help that 
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his beanie and his leather jacket was fading. He 
always made a cute, quirky smile when he saw 
me, like he was embarrassed to be in front of me.
“Hey,” he said, sitting on the swing next to 
me. “So, what’s up?”
“Aren’t you gonna ask me how my day 
was?” I asked.
“Well, didn’t I just see you at school?”
“Yeah, I guess.” I looked down where the 
fake shearling was peeping out of my boots.
“Are you okay? You seemed urgent on the 
phone.” The hinges of Greg’s swing squeaked 
as he shifted uncomfortably in the silence.
I avoided eye contact. “Yeah, I uh… do you 
remember the… accident from last month?” He 
frowned, then nodded. “Yeah.”
“And you remember telling me that uh… 
you’d buy me that Plan B stuff?”
His eyes widened, and he shifted again. 
“Oh, uh, yeah. I thought I gave you the money 
for that.”
I shook my head. “I thought you were 
getting around to it. Then, by the time I got paid 
it was too late. I had to help Alden with rent, 
too.”
He scratched under his beanie nervously. 
“Well, is everything okay? I mean, are you like 
late, or whatever?”
“Greg,” I said, hesitating before I let my 
words tumble out. “I spent the last of my money 
on a pregnancy test today and it was positive.”
He was quiet and jammed the toe of his 
shoe in the gravel and his hands into his coat 
pockets. I waited a minute for a response, but 
he said nothing.
“Greg, I’m pregnant.”
He shot up from the swing. “Are you sure? 
Because those can be very inaccurate,” he said.
“Well I could buy another one, but I really 
don’t have the money. I’m pretty sure I didn’t 
mess it up.” 
He started pacing and kicked some gravel 
toward the basketball court. I steadied myself 
on the frosty frame of the swing set.
“No, Taylor you can’t be. We used a 
condom.”
“It broke, Greg. You told me it did.”
“No, no, no, no. I can’t, I just…”
“I don’t know what to do. I had to tell you.”
He leaned on the swing, holding onto the 
chain. “I should have never done anything with 
you.” He crouched on the ground and threw a 
handful of gravel, facing away from me. “What 
was I doing with a Section 8 chick?”
I backed away from him. “I should have 
never messed around with you,” I yelled. “You 
promised you’d get me that Plan B.”
“I’m not your mom,” he said, standing up. 
“It’s not my fault you don’t have one.”
I turned my back to him and walked toward 
the drugstore at my end of the neighborhood. 
The sidewalks began to crack and rise unevenly. 
I flicked my Bic lighter as I went.
*   *   *
I slammed the front door shut and ran up 
the stairs without saying anything to Alden. 
The TV wobbled on its stand where he and 
Emma were watching a fuzzy news anchor’s 
face. I flopped on my bed, crying. A light knock 
came from the door and I shifted my face away, 
trying to wipe the tears from my eyes.
“Thanks for being early. Did you go to the 
store?” Alden asked.
“Wha? Uh… no I forgot,” I sniffled. Shit. 
“I’ll go right now and get it.” I quickly went for 
the hallway, but he stopped me. He grabbed my 
shoulders and squared up to me, tilting my chin 
up to his eyes. His features were soft but stern. 
Stubble peppered his jaws and cheeks.
“What happened?”
I shook my head. What had happened?
“Taylor, stop. Did Greg, like, break up with 
you or something?”
“Yeah, he did. He didn’t want to be with 
some poor broad. Can you believe it?” I laughed 
and pushed passed him, stomping down the 
stairs.
“Tay, just wait for a sec. Don’t worry about 
the milk. Talk to me.”
I was already out the door, ignoring his 
calls. The sidewalk was wet and the street lights 
turned the white snow yellow. Everything 
blurred beyond the film of tears in my eyes and 
my foot hit a crack in the sidewalk. I tripped 
past the curb and onto the empty street. I laid 
there wondering how long it’d be before a car 
passed by my head. None did. I stood, my breath 
puffed from my lips, and my shoulders shivered. 
I found the white lights of the drugstore, and as I 
brushed slush off my jeans, I spotted a ten dollar 
bill on the doormat. I picked it up and shoved it 
in my pocket, looking behind me.
The bell dinged as I entered. The clerk 
behind the counter stood up and smiled at me. I 
opened the cooler, grabbed a gallon of milk, and 
walked to the register.
“Oh, and some menthols,” I said, pulling 
out my ID.
The clerk took a pack from the shelves 
behind her, then paused a moment before she 
scanned the milk.
“You sure you want these?” she said with 
her hand on the pack. “I remember your momma 
around your age. She never could quit ‘em.” 
How long had this lady been working here? I 
nodded and handed her my ID. “That’s a pretty 
stupid thing to remember about a person,” I 
said.
“Well, I also remember you buying that test 
earlier.”
I felt my cheeks getting hot. “So what?”
She raised an eyebrow. I threw the ten 
dollar bill on the counter. She sighed as she 
shuffled through the register for my change. I 
smiled politely and walked out with my milk 
and cigarettes.
I sat on the curb outside, breaking the 
seal and taking a drink before setting the jug 
beside me. I pulled a cigarette out and studied 
it. I turned it in my fingers and put it to my 
lips, taking my lighter out. The flame felt nice 
as I cupped it to the end of the cigarette. The 
smoke stung my throat and filled my cheeks. 
Alden would have my ass if he knew I was 
buying these. I held it in between my pointer 
and middle finger. The orange embers glowed 
in the dark, falling to the cement below. I read 
the surgeon general’s warning on the side and 
stopped before inhaling the gray smoke into my 
lungs.
Alden told me he remembers Mom smoking 
while being pregnant with me. He would get off 
the bus and wait at home for an hour by himself 
until she left work. She would sit outside in her 
orange and red waitress uniform, her apron 
bulging in the midriff catching the ashes. Alden 
told me he was glad that I turned out okay. I 
always hated that.
I blew the first puff through my lips and 
smashed the cigarette under my boot. Seven 
dollars, gone. I shoved the pack in my coat 
pocket and walked home, milk in hand.
*   *   *
I shoved the jug in the fridge. Emma peered 
at me from through the doorway of the living 
room.
“What’s up, Em?” I asked.
“Nothing. Thanks for the milk,” she said.
“Have you eaten?” I asked.
She shook her head, looking like a little 
puppy standing there. I scooped her up, hearing 
something hit the linoleum. Emma peered 
down.
“What’s that?” she asked.
I grabbed the pack and jammed it in my 
pocket. “Oh, nothing. Don’t worry about it, 
Em,” I said quickly. “Want some cereal?”
Her curiousness turned into joyous 
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nodding and smiling. I made a bowl for her and 
as she ate, Alden came downstairs.
“I thought that was you,” he said, ruffling 
his wet hair with a towel. He was dressed in his 
navy blue jumpsuit, signifying his departure to 
clean classrooms at my school down the street.
He glanced at Emma.
“Thanks for the milk,” he said, rummaging 
through the fridge. “Listen, I’m sorry about 
Greg. He’s an asshole and doesn’t deserve you.”
I shrugged. “Yeah, apparently he thinks he 
deserves much better.”
He shook his head, grabbing spaghetti 
leftovers from last week. “Fuck him, Tay,” he 
said.
He nuked his spaghetti in the microwave. 
His eyes were dark and puffy with exhaustion. 
He had that glossy hair like Mom did, dark and 
thick, but he cut it short, missing strands that 
made it look uneven. He looked older from 
where I stood. He was wearing his shoes from 
his other job; he helped Frank, an old friend of 
the family’s, slaughter pigs and cattle a ways out 
of town. The copper droplets that covered them 
always made me feel sick, but Frank would give 
Alden free beef once it was processed.
“What’s that smell?” he sniffed over his 
shoulder.
I tensed my hand around the pack in 
my pocket. “What smell?” I asked. One drag 
couldn’t have been enough to tip him off.
“It smells like… cigarettes?” I glanced at 
Emma.
“Is that what that was? In your pocket?” she 
asked.
Alden glared. He lifted a black sock from 
his pocket and dropped it on the table with 
a cloud of dust. Then, he moved my arm and 
pulled the new pack from my jacket. I struggled 
free of his grip.
“Why the hell do you have these?” he said. 
“How do you even afford them?”
“I can use my money on whatever I want,” I 
said, grabbing a corner of the pack and ripping 
it. The small sticks fell to the ground.
“Why waste your money on this shit?”
“Why not?”
Emma sank in her seat at the table.
“This is a fucking waste. You don’t see me 
doing this,” he said. He rubbed his eyes.
“I’m not you, Alden,” I said. “I’m stressed 
out. I need something to calm my nerves.”
He raised his head and combed his hand 
through his stupid hair. Emma jumped up and 
ran to our room. He called her name, but she 
quickly closed the door. I was shaking so bad, I 
thought I might hit him.
Silence filled the room, then the microwave 
beeped. I looked at Mom’s painting in the 
kitchen. 
After a moment, Alden said, “Is there 
something else you need to tell me?”
“I don’t know, is there?” I thought to the 
drawer and the ash coated piss stick I’d thrown 
in earlier. I hoped he didn’t see it. “I don’t know 
why you were going through my stuff. I won’t 
hide cigarettes from you again.”
“No,” he said shifting and leaning against 
the counter. He glanced at the clock. He was 
late. “Tay, I found the test.”
*   *   *
Emma and I stopped in front of her school. 
I thought about how small she was, and how 
tall she’d gotten at the same time. I wished she 
was old enough to tell my secrets to, that I had a 
sister to take care of me like she did. I wondered, 
if after everything, she’d end up taking care of 
herself as well.
“Emma, I’m sorry about last night,” I said, 
crouching to her level. “Alden and I had a 
serious talk, but things are okay. They will be, 
anyway.”
She tugged on her sparkly pink hat. “I’m 
sorry I got you in trouble,” she said.
I shook my head. “No, I got myself in 
trouble. But it’s okay.”
The bell rang, and she swung her arms 
around my neck.
“You better get inside. I’ll see you after 
school, alright?”
She nodded and went inside. I walked down 
the street until I came to the drugstore. I put the 
stray cigarettes on the counter in front of the 
clerk. “You’re right,” I said. “I’m sorry about the 
other day.” She glanced at the pile and then at 
me. Her dark lips spread into a smile to reveal a 
gap between her front teeth.  
“Honey, I know what you’re going through. 
Here, I got this for you” she said, shuffling 
through her wallet and pulled out a small card. 
“Early family planning services. Give ‘em a call.”
I took it, nodding in thanks. Free tests, 
screenings, and information, it read.
I walked outside, hoping to be on time for 
class, for once. Exhaust from the cars nearby 
puffed black clouds into the air. A group of 
friends laughed as they left a coffee shop. A 
man walked by, his dog nudging my stomach as 
it passed. I took a deep breath and looked up at 
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